Sensitizers of photoradiation and ionizing radiation in the management of head and neck cancer.
PDT and IUdR-sensitized radiation therapy represent potential advances in the treatment of tumors of the head and neck. Light-activated photosensitizers have definite antitumor activity in both in vitro and in vivo experimental systems. Much of the early clinical work in head and neck cancer involved treatment of patients with advanced, recurrent disease who had not responded to conventional therapy. Because of the limited light penetration in tissue and infiltrative nature of most recurrent lesions, little effective palliation was seen in these advanced cases. More success has been achieved in the treatment of earlier, more superficial lesions, and active investigation continues in this area. Current research is aimed at defining the most appropriate sites and applications for the technique. HpD and DHE are currently only approved for use as investigational compounds in clinical studies. If ongoing trials of PDT in the treatment of superficial bladder cancer, obstructing esophageal cancer, and non-small cell lung cancer show encouraging results, an application will be made to the Food and Drug Administration for approval of DHE as a photosensitizer for general clinical use for these indications. Laboratory work to better understand the mechanism of action of HpD also continues, as well as investigations into alternative photosensitizers with improved tumor localization, less cutaneous photosensitivity, and absorption peaks at deeper penetrating wavelengths of light. A pilot program evaluating IUdR-sensitized radiation therapy for treatment of advanced head and neck cancer is in progress. If encouraging early results continue to be observed, a randomized trial comparing IUdR-sensitized radiation therapy with conventional radiation therapy can be conducted. Hopefully, these developments in the field will improve the therapy for patients with head and neck cancers.